Abstract: This article discusses the presentation of women's bodies in popular newspapers that reflects an awareness of reproductive health and access to the knowledge and language of sex, 'on or about December 1910'. Originating in Virginia Woolf's biographical writing, diaries and letters, it uses the popular reading of the British public in the Victorian and Edwardian eras, including features and adverts in newspapers, health manuals, and commercially successful novels, to show how Woolf's isolation of a single moment of change for human character was, for most of the population, part of a longstanding social evolution in popular sexual knowledge and moral standards.
Background
'On or about December 1910 human character changed', wrote Virginia Woolf in her essay 'Character in Fiction ' (1924) . She personified the moment of this change in 'one's cook', in 'before' and 'after' incarnations. 1 One woman was 'silent, obscure, inscrutable', whereas the other felt newly free to come and ask her mistress's advice about a hat or to borrow a newspaper. 2 This combination of hats and newspapers with new conversations across the classes reinforces Woolf's recollection of the insubstantiality of the doors that separated the private lives of the upper classes from their servants. 3 Starting from Woolf's presentation of this date as a moment of social evolution, this article considers how relations had shifted or were shifting 2 between men and women and between the classes at this time, particularly in their sexual lives.
Whether 'on or about December 1910' was the watershed moment and whether there was change in the 1890s or even in the later years of the Edwardian era, are problematic questions. While Woolf said that 'December 1910' was a 'vague assertion', she bases the essay on this 'arbitrary' moment. One of Woolf's points was that this arbitrary moment shows increased attention to matters formerly only private and personal, allowing them to become public and communal. I discuss private family disputes, jokes between friends, the talk of gay men used in the conversations of straight women, advice to worried women by doctors and bishops, explorations by intellectual reformers of the sex language from the street, and suppressed sexual behaviour 
Stories about Women and Sex
In 1909, the freethinker and sexual campaigner Edward Carpenter wrote: 'The subject of Sex is difficult to deal with. There is no doubt a natural reticence connected with it. There is also a great deal of prudery.' 20 Such concerns were radical, but also drew on current thinking, and a nascent desire for change in social conduct. As Jane Eldridge Miller notes, 'Edwardian novels about women and feminism … entailed a radical break with social and cultural traditions.' 21 In this context, Grant Allen's notorious, popular novel
The Woman Who Did (1895) offers one depiction of how a woman might offer sex to a man as an equal outside marriage: 'it shares the responsibility of a futile meddling with the marriage tie, and a tendency to glorify the woman who has had sexual adventures.' 23 The commercial success of these novels was an indicator of intense interest in the subject: Ann Veronica was the classic account for the 27 It has never been out of print. However, Ann Veronica's autonomy in love and sex is held back by her author. For all his advanced thinking, Wells cannot move away in this novel from the idea that sex is the only thing a woman is for: his attitude is no better than that of Ann Veronica's attempted seducer Ramage. Ann Veronica only reaches fulfilment through the love and financial support of a good man.
Her husband Capes can succeed in his new writing career, but we hear nothing about what she has done except grow taller and get pregnant after four years of co-habitation. Ann Veronica's aunt offers no congratulation on hearing that they are expecting a baby. 'I think -I judge from her manner -that she thought it was just a little indelicate of us -considering everything' (p.285).
We can infer that the 'everything' is co-habitation with contraception, as well as defying Mr Stanley's wishes. Wells could not be more explicit: he could not jeopardise the commercial success of a novel he depended on for income, and literary reputation.
The most interesting ideas presented in this novel about women and sex are voiced by Ann Veronica's friend Hetty Widgett, a mouthpiece for truth:
We're inflammable litter that mustn't be left about. We are the species and maternity's our game; that's all right, but nobody wants that admitted for fear we should all catch fire, and set about fulfilling the purpose of our beings without waiting for further explanations. As if we didn't know! The practical trouble is our ages. They used to marry us off at seventeen, rush us into things before we had time to protest
[…] They don't marry most us off now until high up in the twenties. 43 Advertisements in some of these publications routinely filled the double-spread centre columns and the outer and corner areas of pages following the main part of the news, and commonly addressed the challenges of the body. Most of the adverts for quack medicines had appeared for decades, encouraging trust by their familiarity. Surveying these advertisements, it is quickly clear that not offending the reader was more important for the newspaper and its sales, than in communicating modern 18 ideas about the physical needs of the body. Avoiding offence also had legal implications, since some of these adverts had highly dubious interpretations.
Reynolds's Newspaper carried a 'Children's Corner' feature on its main advertisements page, indicating a mixed family readership; it offers a particularly rich field for these advertisements, offering a wide range of cures for physical ailments. Many conditions were familiar from those advertised in Victorian periodicals: they include hair loss, weight loss, consumption, green sickness, rupture, low energy and bowel regularity. Products for restoring physical competence and fitness were explicitly directed at a male market, but achieving greater regularity as relief from constipation was a concern for both sexes. The desirability of regularity for the body was overwhelming, iterated by a torrent of repeated adverts in multiple media. It was presented as a routine ailment, easily cured, by multiple remedies: one only had to order one's usual product and be comfortable again. Such routine drug-taking to cure the result of an unhealthy diet was also condemned by health advice, but eating the required fresh fruit and vegetables would have been too expensive, then as now, for the underclasses which Reynold's Newspaper in particular addressed.
In an extension of the normalization of regularity, the language of some of these advertisements is striking for the way in which it uses a code designed to be understood by those who knew what to look for, but without attracting legal attention. 'The law against the sale of abortifacients was almost unenforceable' 44 For women, reimposing regularity, and the removal of obstructions that were impeding regularity, was presented as a way to restore regular menstruation, as these examples show: This imposition of regularity for women was read as a euphemism for the procuring of early abortion by the inducement of spontaneous miscarriage. 46 According to Nigel Brown:
One theme of these publications was that some of the medicines were advertised in such a way as to suggest to prospective purchasers that they were intended as abortifacients. This view was supported by the wording of some of the advertisements quoted, such as that for Mr. P.
Blanchard's medicine, which 'should not be taken by those expecting to become Mothers, as it is sure to produce a miscarriage'.
[…] The sale by some proprietors of a series of medicines of ascending strengths (at increasing prices), accompanied by letters of encouragement and appropriate instructions, also suggests that the object of the medicines was to terminate pregnancy rather than cure amenorrhoea from other causes. 47 The coded vocabulary was vital to avoid prosecution. 'Under successive acts since 1803, the last being the Offences Against the Person Act 1861, abortion was outlawed with the penalty rising to life imprisonment, and it was a lesser offence knowingly to supply others with instruments or medicines for the purposes of inducing abortion'. 48 The terminology used in these adverts used a vocabulary designed to be known to women of the lower middle classes and Vickers and Eden, Napheys' 'assertion that "menstruation starts at fourteen years and six months" represents the need for physical womanhood to be regulated by medicine,' 56 and the need for a young woman to achieve mastery over her body as well as her social conduct. Napheys remarks that 'the solicitude of parents has been excited in the long delay in this constitutional change', and asserts that the responsibility for vigilance rests with the mother of a daughter with delayed menstruation. 57 This is repeated in the advertisements of 1910 that play on similar parental concerns. As Vickers and Eden note, 'Irregularities' are expected to 'right themselves'. 58 Women are decreed to be ready for marriage, or 'nubility', between twenty and twentyfive years. Again, the regulation of the body, particularly that of the growing woman, was decreed by medicine. 67 The subheadings 'The treatment of daughters' and 'Mistakes with daughters' show that women were singled out by this feature about a book that appears to treat sons and daughters equally. It is interesting that this example of the sensational but safe conservatism within the daily press targeted the Georgian girl in opposition to her Victorian parents at exactly the time that Wells's and Silberrad's novels about the problem were freshly in print.
Daughters also feature in an adjoining feature: 'Dress at Seventeen. Clothes for the Young Girl' offered further advice to parents on how to keep their daughter happy but under control, directly underneath the Bishop's photograph. The generation gap was being addressed overwhelmingly, on a topic presented as familiar, and relevant to all its readers. Decidedly, the novels examined earlier resonate with this archival evidence.
Conclusion
We can see that ideas connecting the jealous Victorian father and the 
